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The Concept of Hysteria in the Time of William Harvey by The Rt Hon Lord Brain DM FRCP (London) My attention was recently drawn, by Hunter & MacAlpine (1957) , to Edward Jorden's book, 'A Briefe Discourse of a Disease Called the Suffocation of the Mother', published in 1603. This contained so much of interest that I decided that I would talk about it at greater length. Meanwhile, I have been partly anticipated by Hunter & MacAlpine (1963) in their admirable new book, 'Three Hundred Years of Psychiatry'. However, the subject is a large one, and there is, perhaps, a little more to be said than they were able to find room for.
As Hunter & MacAlpine point out, the immediate reason why Jorden wrote the book was the trial in the previous year of Elizabeth Jackson who had been indicted before Lord Chief Justice Anderson at London Sessions for having bewitched a 14-year-old girl, Mary Glover, whereby the girl had fallen into 'fittes . . . so fearfull, that all that were about her, supposed that she would dye'. At various times she was rendered 'speechles, and blynde ... her necke and throat did swell ... depriving her of speeche ... the lefte hand, arme and whole side were deprived of feeling and moving . . . her belly . . . shewed . . . certaine movings' and so on. There was a conflict of medical evidence at the trial, Drs Hering and Spencer attributing Mary Glover's symptoms to some supernatural agency and specifically excluding natural diseases, while Drs Argent and Jorden, both Fellows of the Royal College of Physicians, attributed the disorder to natural causes. The Lord ChiefJustice summed up against the accused, the jury found her guilty, and she was sentenced to a year's imprisonment and to stand in the pillory four times during the year to confess 'her trespasse'.
Jorden was only 34 at the time, and Argent was about four years older, so they were both comparatively young men courageously challenging established ideas. The Lord Chief Justice was 72. One can imagine the atmosphere in court.
Fresh from this defeat at the hands of a lay judge and jury Dr Jorden evidently determined to write a book which should be addressed, partly at least, to the laity, though dedicated 'To the Right Worshipfull, the President and Fellowes of the Colledge of Phisitions in London'. Jorden begins by saying that he has not undertaken the business of his own accord, but he does not say who urged him to do it.
The evidence that Jorden was writing for the laity is to be found in the first lines of chapters 6 and 7 of his book. Chapter 6 is entitled 'Of the Causes of this Disease' and he begins ' The Causes of this disease and of the Symptoms belonging therunto, have ever bin found hard to be described particularly: and especially in a vulgar tongue, I hold it not meete to discourse to freely of such matters, and therefore I doe crave pardon if I do but slenderly overpasse some poynts which might be otherwise more largely stood upon.' Chapter 7 is entitled 'Of the cure of this disease, so much as belongeth to the friends and attendants to performe', and he begins ' The signes of this disease, seeing they are drawne principally from the causes and Symptoms before declared shall not neede any particular discourse, especially considering the use of them belongeth properly to the Physition, to direct him in his cure. And therefore I thinke good to ease my selfe of this labour, which would bee altogither unprofitable to the reader.
'Concerning the cure also I thinke it not meete to say more then may concerne the friends and assistants unto the patient to looke unto: referring Physitions workes unto Physitions.' Developing his ideas in his Epistle Dedicatorie Jorden begins by firmly maintaining the right of the physician to be considered an expert on matters of health and disease.
'For if it be true that one man cannot be perfect in every arte and profession, and therefore in cases out of our owne callings, we do depend upon those which have beene trayned up in other particular subjects, beleeving men in their owne professions: Why should we not prefer thejudgements of Phisitions in a question concerning the actions and passions of mans bodie (the proper subject of that profession) before our owne conceites; as we do the opinions of Divines, Lawyers, Artificers, &c. in their proper Elements. Neither have I done this as taking upon me to reforme the mindes of men which are not under my charge (for I could willingly have permitted every man to enjoy his owne opinion:) But being a Phisition, and judging in my conscience that these matters have beene mistaken by the common people; I thought good to make knowne the doctrine of this disease, so farre forth, as may be in a vulgar tongue conveniently disclosed, to the end that the unlearned and rash conceits of divers, might be thereby brought to better understanding and moderation; who are apt to make every thing a supernaturail work which they do not understand, proportioning the bounds of nature unto their own capacities: which might prove an occasion of abusing the name of God.' Jorden evidently thought it tactful to make some concession to current opinions for he went on: 'I doe not deny but that God doth in these dayes worke extraordinarily, for the deliverance of his children, and for other endes best knowne unto himselfe; and that among other, there may be both possessions by the Divell, and obsessions and witchcraft, &c. and dispossession also through the Prayers and supplications of his servants, which is the onely meanes left unto us for our reliefe in that case. But such examples being verie rare nowadayes, I would in the feare of God advise men to be very circumspect in pronouncing of a possession: both because the impostures be many, and the effects of naturall diseases be strange to such as have not looked thoroughly into them.' He then puts forward an ingenious logical argument: 'But let us consider a little the signes which some doe shew of a supernaturall power in these examples. For if they say there neede no such signes appeare, because the Divill by witchcraft may inflict a naturail disease: then I ask them what they have to doe with the Divell, or with dispossessing of him, when he is not their present, but hath beene onely an externail cause of a disease, by kindling or corrupting the humours of our bodies; which disease as well as other will submit it selfe to physicall indications: as is shewed, cap. I. Wherefore they must needes make him to be an internall cause, and to possesse the members and faculties of the bodie, and holde them to his use: or else they understand not what they say, when they doe peremptorily disclaime naturall meanes, and avouch that they speake certaine wordes, and performe certaine voluntarie motions upon his incitation, and are hindred by him from speaking other words which they would faine utter. And therefore to this end diverse signes and Symptoms are alledged by them, as arguments of a supernaturall and extraordinarie power inhirent in the bodie.' Before we follow Jorden's argument further we must note what he takes for granted. It had been believed since the earliest times that there were symptoms of a general kind peculiar to women, from which it followed that they must originate in the only organ peculiar to women, the womb. Hence the word hysterick (meaningsimply uterine) was applied to such symptoms. What Jorden set out to do was to prove that symptoms attributed to witchcraft or diabolical possession were identical with those regarded as hysteric when they occurred in females in respect of whom no suspicion of supernatural agency arose. Being a physician, and moreover concerned to prove that hysteric symptoms were attributable to natural causes, he had to make some attempt to explain how uterine disturbances could produce the very strange disorders which were attributed to them.
This he seeks to do in the second chapter. He begins by saying: 'This disease is called by diverse names amongst our Authors. Passio Hysterica, Suffocatio, Pra'focatio, and Strangulatus uteri, Caducus matricis, &c. In English the Mother, or the Suffocation of the Mother, because most commonly it takes them with choaking in the throat: and it is an affect of the Mother or wombe wherein the principal parts of the bodie by consent do suffer diversely according to the diversitie of the causes and diseases wherewith the matrix is offended.'
He then goes on to discuss various supposed disorders of the uterus which indirectly lead to the hysteric symptoms, movements being held to be responsible for suffocation and difficulty in breathing. Yet the womb may not be the primary site of the disease, it may itself suffer secondarily, but whether primary or secondary it is the uterine disorder which is responsible for the symptoms. He then proceeds to consider how various parts of the body may suffer 'by consent' as the result of uterine disease. This, he says, may happen in two ways. They may receive some offensive thing from the diseased part, such as a vapour or a humor; or the part consenting receives nothing from the other but yet 'is partaker of his griefe: either for similitude of substance or function, which causeth mutuall compassion: as all nervous partes have with the braine: whereby if any Nerve or nervous part bee hurt or pricked, the braine suffreth a convulsion, orfor neighbourhood and vicinitie, whereby one part may offend another, by compression or incumbencie'.
Jorden, accepting the orthodox view that the brain is the seat of the animal faculty, the heart of the vital faculty, and the liver of the natural faculty, goes on to consider how these organs and their supposed functions may be disturbed by uterine disorder. Here he strays a good way from anything we should now regard as hysteric or even 1Section ofthe History ofMedicine psychiatric, including among disorders of the vital functions, for example, irregularity of the pulse, palpitation or beating of the heart or, on the other hand, weakness, slowness and intermittency of the pulse in extreme cases leading to syncope, which leads him into a discussion of the dangers of premature burial of women wrongly supposed to be dead. Some of these, however, may possibly be examples of hysterical trance.
When he comes to consider the disorders of the animal faculty, which includes all those functions known to be related to the activity of the brain, what he says is naturally more relevant to the subject of hysteria. Here Jorden digresses somewhat to describe instances of what he calls abuse of the animal functions voluntarily, i.e. malingering. He gives the following instance: 'I once saw a poor fellow being arested for a smal debt counterfaited a fit of the falling sicknes, with strange and violent motions: whereby the creditor in compassion was moved to release him. Being released he was well againe, and unto his friendes seemed to confesse the cousonage.'
On the other hand, the animal faculty may suffer by consent in the suffocation of the mother diversely according to the variety of its offices or functions. Here Jorden explains, no doubt for the benefit of the lay reader, that the first animal function is 'the internall and principall sense which doth governe and direct all the rest by Imagination, Reason and Memory' and he gives examples ofthe disorder ofthese in mental dullness, lethargy, coma, apoplexy, the falling sickness and catalepsy. These internal senses, he says, may be overthrown either in part or in whole by the suffocation of the mother: indeed the depravation of the internal senses is so common in that disorder that there is very often an alienation of the mind so the patient becomes furious or raging and deprived of right judgment and of rest.
The second function of the animal faculty is the external sensitive function which endows the special senses with their faculties and the body in general with the power of feeling. This again is frequently disordered in disease of the mother 'when the parts are benummed or do not feele at all, or when they feele paine and offence, or when they feele things falsely and otherwise than they are'. Though hearing may be lost, Jorden seems to accept the view that the retention of hearing helps to distinguish hysterical disturbances from the falling sickness. On the other hand, loss of seeing, tasting, smelling and feeling is extremely common. The third function of the animal faculty is movement. Jorden then describes various disorders of movement, palsies, contractions, spasms, uncontrollable motions and gestures, including movements of the whole body, such as dancing, and convulsions, also trembling, palpitation, rigor, stretching, yawning, gasping, and so on. These impediments and depravations of motion, he said, are daily observed in uterine affects. Moreover, there may also be disturbances of respiration, ingestion or excretion, difficulty of breathing, privation of voice and speech exemplified in 'shortnesse of breath, sighing, yawning, the hickock, sneesing, coughing, belching, vomiting, making of noyses, blowing, and reaching'.
By way of illustration Jorden describes one of his patients who much resembled one described by William Harvey (1651), though it seems impossible that they both saw her. Jorden's account is as follows:
'My selfe had a patient in this Citie yet living and in good health (whome I will name unto any whome it may conceme) that endured a violent fitte of the Mother a whole day together: wherein shee had many strong convulsions, and sometimes did lie as if she had beene dead. Insomuch as the midwives would have given her over, and imputed ignorance unto mee that I woulde attempt any thing for her recoverie. But her husband being perswaded by me to make triall of some meanes which I had prescribed for her, shee was within three or foure houres delivered of a childe; yet knew not of it, untill shee was throughly recovered of her fit, which was fourteene or fifteene houres after, and then she asked her husband what was become of her great bellie. I could rehearse two other such like examples within this citie, which happened not many moneths since. ' Harvey's patient, also, was a young woman who went into coma during labour, also had convulsions and remained unconscious until after the delivery of the child. Finally, Jorden considers disorders of the natural faculty which lead mainly to gastrointestinal symptoms. These, he says, he will deal with more briefly because the symptoms are not so evident to the beholder's eye nor so strange as those of the vital and animal faculties are.
In chapter 6 of his book Jorden expounds the causes of the disease. He divides these into internal and external causes. I will not dwell on his discussion of the internal causes. He attaches great importance to various supposed disorders of the blood, in the regulation of which the occurrence of menstruation seemed to suggest that the uterus played an important part. The external causes of the disease, he says, are either such things as are ordinary and necessary for our life, and which we cannot shun, or such things as happen accidentally and may be shunned, and since these are the external causes of all diseases it is only natural that they should sometimes be causes of the suffocation of the mother. Among the external causes Jorden mentions one which raises a point of some interest. He says:
'Especially wee doe observe that breathing in of sweete savours doth commonly procure these fittes, either for that the matrix by a naturall propertie is delighted with sweete savoures, as the liver and spleene with sweete meates, or because the animall spirites of the braine beeing thereby stirred up to motion, doe by consent affect the matrix with the like.
'And therefore wee doe especially forbid that they may not smell unto any sweet thing that are subject unto this griefe: but rather unto evill savoures: which as Platerus thinkes by stirring up the expulsive facultie of the matrix, are a meanes of the shortening of the fit.'
This particular association of the olfactory sense with symptoms supposed to be hysterical, which is also mentioned later by Thomas Willis, may possibly be a product of the observation that what we should now describe as temporal lobe epilepsy, which often leads to rather bizarre disturbances, is frequently associated with olfactory hallucinations which are apt to occur during the early part of the attack. This association might easily lead to the belief that the smelling of an external object operated as the cause of the disturbances which immediately followed the subject's experience of the smell.
It is not surprising that Jorden should include among the causes 'want of due and monethly evacuation, or the want of the benefit of marriage in such as have been accustomed or are apt thereunto'. 'Lastly', as he says, 'the perturbations of the minde are oftentimes to blame both for this and many other diseases. For seeing we are not maisters of our owne affections, wee are like battered Citties without walles, or shippes tossed in the Sea, exposed to all maner of assaults and daungers, even to the overthrow of our owne bodies.'
After giving examples of the production of disease, and even death, by strong emotions Jorden concludes this chapter by saying that:
'Johannes Montanus tels of a patient of his, who fell into the fits of the Mother uppon jealousie. Forrestus of another, who hid her fits whensoever shee was angred:and of another that upon love fell into this disease. My selfe do know a Gentlewoman, who upon the sight of one particular man would alwaies feele an uterin affect: and another that upon feare of being chidden, or seeing another in the fit of the mother, would also fall into it her selfe.'
In his last chapter Jorden speaks 'of the cure of this disease, so much as belongeth to the friends and attendants to performe'. He begins by giving some advice on first aid, which includes applying evil smells to the nostrils. With regard to psychological causes he says: 'If the perturbations of the mind be any occasion hereof, let them have their proper remedies, as anger and jealousie are to be appeased by good counsell and perswasions: hatred and malice by religious instructions,, feare by incouragements, love by inducing hatred, or by permitting them to enjoy their desires, &c.'
He also draws attention to the use of 'divers sorts of fallacies to encounter the melancholike conceits' of the patients:
'So that if we cannot moderate these perturbations of the minde, by reason and perswasions, or by alluring their mindes another way, we may politikely confirme them in their fantasies, that wee may the better fasten some cure upon them.' He does not himself attach any importance to what he calls 'all those superstitious remedies which have crept into our profession', in which he includes some religious ideas, for he says:
'It is not for any supematurall vertue in them, either from God or from the divell (although perhaps the Divell may have a collaterall intent or worke therein, namely to drawe us unto superstition) but by reason of the confident perswasion which melancholike and passionate people may have in them: according to the saying of Avicen, that the confidence of the patient in the meanes used is oftentimes more available to cure diseases than all other remedies whatsoever.'
He ends by observing that some other type of perturbation is sometimes therapeutically effective, as illustrated by the following anecdote.
'A yong Maiden also upon some passion of the minde, as it was credibly reported, fell into these fits of the Mother, and being in one of them, a Physition then present modestly put his hand under her cloathes to feele a windie tumor which shee then had in her backe. But a Surgeon there also present not contented with that manner of examination, offered to take up her cloathes, and to see it bare: whereupon the Maid being greatly offended, tooke such indignation at it, as it did put her presently out of her fit.'
And Jorden concludes:
'It is no marvel that the affections of the mind doe beare such rule in this disease, seeing we doe observe that most commonly besides the indisposition of the bodie: here is also some Melancholike or capricious conceit joyned withall of love, feare, hatred, jealousie, discontentment, witchcraft, poysoning, &c. which being by policie or good instructions and perswasions removed, the disease is easily overcome.' Before I comment on Jorden's views I must point out that William Harvey(1651) also accepted the uterine origin of hysteria. ' The uterus', he says, 'is a most important organ, and brings the whole body to sympathise with it. No one of the least experience can be ignorant what grievous symptoms arise when the uterus either rises up or falls down, or is in any way put out of place, or is seized with spasm-how dreadful, then, are the mental aberrations, the delirium, the melancholy, the paroxysms of frenzy, as if the affected person were under the dominion of spells, and all arising from unnatural states of the uterus. How many incurable diseases also are brought about by unhealthy menstrual discharges, or from over-abstinence from sexual intercourse where the passions are strong!' He then quotes two illustrative cases. One was 'a noble lady who for more than ten years laboured under furor uterinus and melancholy'. After all remedies had been tried without success she developed uterine prolapse. ' Contrary to the opinion of others', says Harvey, 'I predicted that this last accident would prove salutary, and I recommended her not to replace the uterus until its over-heat had been moderated by the contact of the external air. Circumstances turned out as I anticipated, and in a short time she became quite well; the uterus was returned to its proper situation, and she lived in good health to the present day.'
The other patient was 'another woman who suffered long with hysterical symptoms, which would yield to no remedies. After many years her health was restored on the uterus becoming prolapsed'.
As we have seen, Jorden's primary object was the refutation of the idea that bodily disorders were due to witchcraft or diabolical possession. Murray (1921) , writing on 'The Witch Cult in Western Europe', says:
'It will be seen that the most brilliant minds, the keenest intellects, the greatest investigators were among the believers: Bodin, Lord Bacon, Raleigh, Boyle, Cudworth, Selden, Henry More, Sir Thomas Browne, Matthew Hale and Sir George Mackenzie and many others, most of whom had heard the evidence at first hand. The sceptics were Weyer, pupil of the oculist Cornelius Agrippa; RegiPald Scot, a Kentish country squire; Filmer, whose name was a byword for political bigotry; Wagstaffe, who went mad from drink; Webster, a fanatical preacher. The sceptics, with the exception of Weyer, appear to have had little or no first hand evidence; their only weapon was an appeal to commonsense and sentiment combined; their only method was a flat denial of every statement which appeared to point to supernatural powers. They could not disprove the statements; they could not explain them without opposing the accepted religious beliefs of their time, so weakening their cause by exposing themselves to the serious charge of atheism; therefore they denied evidence which in the case of any other accusation would have been accepted as proof.'
This statement hardly applies to Jorden whose attack on witchcraft was logical and systematic. He first pointed out that, even if it were supposed that the Devil was responsible for producing physical symptoms, they remained physical symptoms, and as such should be as amenable to physical treatment as symptoms for which the Devil was not, at any rate personally, responsible. He then went on to argue that in fact the symptoms concerned were not of supernatural origin, but were due to uterine disorders. Possessing no scientific nosology he was necessarily rather vague as to what symptoms fell into this category, and, lacking equally a pathology and a physiology, he could only give a very speculative account of how such varied symptoms could be due to uterine disorder. When he abandoned orthodox theory for his own observations, however, he noted very shrewdly that many psychological and physical disorders could be produced by 'perturbations of the mind', and were often amenable to what we should now term psychological measures.
One of Jorden's contemporaries has something to say about hysteria, and can claim to be the first to describe it in a man. Brain and Nervous Stock: in which Convulsive Diseases are treated of'. In this book Willis reviews the pathophysiology, etiology and treatment of convulsive disorders. He devotes a chapter to 'the passions commonly called Hysterical, or Fits of the Mother'. In opposition to the contemporary view he rejects the idea that the uterus plays any important part in the causation of the symptoms hitherto attributed to it. 'The hysterical passion', he writes, 'is of so ill fame among the Diseases belonging to Women, that like one half damn'd, it bears the faults of many other Distempers: for when at any time a sickness happens in a Woman's Body, of an unusual manner, or more occult original, so that its causes lie hid, and a Curatory indication is altogether uncertain, presently we accuse the evil influence of the Womb (which for the most part is innocent) and in every unusual symptom, we declare it to be something hysterical, and so to this scope, which oftentimes is only the subterfuge of ignorance, the medical intentions and use of Remedies are directed.' He then reviews the symptoms constituting the 'Hysterical Distemper' and adds: 'Women of every age, and condition, are obnoxious to these kind of Distempers . .. yea, sometimes the same kind of Passions infest Men . . . But we judg, the Passions but now described, do neither always, nor at all proceed from the ascent or the vapours of the womb ... By these, and other reasons, we are at length perswaded to that opinion, that the Distemper named from the Womb, is chiefly and primarily Convulsive, and chiefly depends on the brain and the nervous stock being affected, and whatever incoordination, or irregularity from thence happens, about the motion of the blood, is only secondary, and is made dependingly by the Convulsions of the Bowels. But that this doth thus consist within the bounds of the head, both the comparing of the symptoms, which happen in the living, and the Anatomical observations of the dead clearly shew ... I have opened some Women dead of other Diseases, though while they were sick, very obnoxious to Hysterical Passions, in whom the Womb being very well, I have found in the hinder part of the head, the beginnings of the nerves, moistned and wholly drowned with a sharp serum, as shall be more largely declared anon. Having weighed these, and other reasons, we doubt not to assert the Passions, commonly called Hysterical, to arise most often, for that the animal spirits possessing the beginning of the Nerves within the head, are infected with some taint ... For the animal spirits, chiefly for this occasion, contract a Convulsive disposition: for as much as they, from a violent impression, are perverted out of their courses, and their wonted manner of influence, and acting; hence they not only repeat their incoordinations, but also receive the heterogeneous particles into their embraces, and more easily combine with them: wherefore, for as much as the animal spirits, running thorow the nerves of the wandering pair (i.e. the vagi) and intercostals, are continually entangled with all perturbations both of the concupiscible, and irascible Appetite, it is no wonder, if they acquire a Convulsive disposition before the rest.' But Willis did not altogether exclude the uterus as a possible cause of convulsive disorders, but other organs, such as the bowels, might have the same effect. Harvey (1651) reports the case of the wife of a Doctor of Divinity in whom he diagnosed 'a hidden ulcer in the uterine cavity', whom he treated and cured by intrauterine injections. In the course of this treatment, he says: 'I therefore added a little Roman Vitriol to the injection employed previously, the effect of which was to make the uterus contract suddenly and become as hard as a stone; at the same time various hysterical symptoms showed themselves, such, I mean, as are generally supposed by physicians to arise from constriction of the uterus, and the rising of "foul vapours" therefrom. The symptoms continued for some time, until by the application of soothing and anodyne remedies the uterus relaxed its orifice; upon which the acrid injection, together with a putrid sanies, was expelled, and in a short time the patient recovered.' Willis refers to this case of Harvey's as an example of convulsions excited from the womb, and he adds that sometimes, though rarely, a convulsion may be excited by the extension of 'morbific matter' from the womb to neighbouring nerves and without the intervention of the brain.
Sixty years elapsed between Jorden's exposition of the origin of hysteria and Willis's rebuttal of the view upon which it was based. Jorden was evidently a shrewd, sceptical and pertinacious man but not an original thinker. His object was to demolish the supernatural origin of hysterical symptoms. In the state of contemporary medical knowledge he could best do this by basing his attack upon the hypothesis of the uterine origin of hysteria. William Harvey, interested though he was in the clinical features of convulsions, and the anatomy and functions of the nervous system, seems not to have addressed his mind to the question of the nature of hysteria. Like his older contemporary, Jorden, he accepted the established view, which might well have been reinforced in his mind by his personal experiences as an obstetrician and gynecologist, for he saw a good deal of uterine disease, and observed that in one way or another it could cause general disturbances. Willis may perhaps not inappropriately be described as the Harvey of the nervous system. He based his neurology not upon the speculative theories which had been current at least since Galen's time, but upon his own anatomical observations, and pathological studies in which he attempted to correlate what he observed post mortem with the patient's symptoms during life.
Willis's views illustrate interestingly the development of a hypothesis-the convenient fiction of a supposed entityin scientific thought. Some hypothesis was needed to explain the activity of the nervous system and for centuries it had been the idea that animal spirits were produced in the brain. Willis had no better hypothesis to suggest, but in the light of anatomy and pathology he greatly refined the animal spirits. As Symonds (1955) points out, Willis 'introduced the idea of an explosion in the brain as the cause of seizures, using the analogy of gunpowder. He opposed the current view that the origin of what we call focal seizures lay in the part in which the spasm or sensation appeared, and declared his opinion that the primary cause was always in the brain, "to wit that the spirits inhabiting it being disposed to explosions, and there being exploded, bring on or cause every Falling Evil".' But Willis was not content with this generalization. Where in the brain, he asked himself, does the explosion originate? He rejected the view that it was cortical in origin, because he had seen severe cortical damage occur without producing convulsions. He came to the conclusion that 'the spirits inhabiting the middle of the brain are the primary Subject of the disease ... Since the assault of the Epilepsie urging the insensibility, and great disorder, is for the most part the first Symptom, and all the pathognomick, it may be concluded that the Animal Spirits lying within the middle of the Brain it self are affected before others; and that therefore that part is the principal seat of the disease ... (We must suppose) that the animal Spirits which flowing within the marrowie substance of the brain, perform the acts of the interior sense of the imagination and appetite, having got an heterogeneous Copula, should be inordinately exploded, and so they being disturbed beyond their orders and stations, the superior faculties of the animal regimen, must suffer an eclipse; then, from this greater explosion of Spirits as it were from a fiery enkindling, other Spirits inhabiting the marrowie and nervous appendix, being also prndisposed to explosions, conceive the like disorder, and in like manner cause the explosive convulsive motions of the containing bodies.' This is precisely the modern view of the nature of constitutional epilepsy, if we substitute the idea of an electrical discharge for a discharge of animal spirits. Willis, having formulated this anatomical and physiological conception of the origin and nature of convulsions, used it to explain the symptoms previously attributed to suffocation of the mother. As we have seen, he put these down to a disturbance of the brain and nervous stock. How, then, in Willis's view did they differ from epilepsy ? Whereas he attributed epilepsy to a discharge of the animal spirits in the middle parts of the brain, he thought that hysterical convulsions and other symptoms were due to a disorder affecting the animal spirits which occupied 'the beginning of the nerves within the head'. A convulsive disposition in these, therefore, was likely to discharge itself through the vagi and intercostals, and therefore to produce disturbances of visceral function, symptoms related to-the chest and abdomen and connected, also, with the 'concupiscible and irascible Appetite'. And his clinical observations made Willis introduce a most important factor. 'In this passage towards the Praecordia and Viscera, the animal spirits, by reason of the Distemper of the mind, are very much disturbed: wherefore, they more easily admit any evils brought from another place, and more readily conceive irregularities.' Here, then, again is a recognition that psychological disturbances may play a part in the pathogenesis of hysterical symptoms. I conclude with some reflections which are the result of these investigations into the origin of the idea of hysteria. While seventeenth century writers frequently use the term hysteric or hysterical they do not speak of hysteria. The Oxford English Dictionary gives 1615 as the date of the first English use of hysterical and 1657 for hysteric, though William Harvey uses the term hysteric, as indicating a certain type of individual, in the 'De Motu Locali Animalium', which he wrote in 1627. However, the word hysteria was not employed until much later, the earliest reference so far discovered being in William Cullen's Clinical Lectures in 1766. Cullen (1765 Cullen ( -1766 still felt that there was some link between hysteria and the uterus, and in particular the ovaries, but confessed he was unable to explain it. The ovarian refinement died hard, for a century later Charcot (1877) was drawing attention to the 'ovarian form' of hysteria in which pressure over the ovary might either precipitate or arrest a hysterical fit. What is the significance of this? Is hysteria an adjective or a noun? To Harvey and his contemporaries it was an adjective applied to certain individuals who were believed to be suffering from uterine disorders. It was well recognized, of course, that these uterine disorders often caused local symptoms, and also that by no means all women who suffered from them became hysterics. A hysteric, therefore, implicitly if not explicitly, was an individual who exhibited a peculiar type of reaction.
Jorden in his rejection of a supernatural origin for the hysterical passion may for a time have reinforced the idea of its uterine origin, but Willis undermined that by attributing it to a discharge of animal spirits in the nervous system, the site of the discharge in his view differing from that which underlies the convulsions of epilepsy. Willis was thus paving the way for the concept of hysteria as a nervous disease, that is for its transformation from an adjective into a noun. All this is very relevant to present concepts of the nature of hysteria. Contemporary psychiatrists find this difficult to define. The article in a standard textbook begins as follows: 'Most psychiatrists have a very clear picture of the type of state they would distinguish as hysterical, but would admit that any definition they could frame would be in some way inadequate' (Mayer-Gross et al. 1954) . Slater (1961) says: ' We have now reached the position when we are compelled to ask, what is the justification for regarding hysteria as a syndrome?' And a recent annotation in the Lancet was headed: 'What is hysteria?' (Lancet 1962) . While certain points are far from clear, it seems that current; theory finds a place for both the adjectival and the substantival views. If hysteria is regarded as adisease, as it was, for example, in Charcot's days, it tends to encourage the belief that it is necessary to decide whether a patient is sgffrmg from hysteria or from something else. But if the patient is regarded as a hysteric it allows for the possibility that he may have other things the matter with him as well. He may be reacting hysterically to mental subnormality or depression, or even, despite the attribution to hysterics of la belle indiff7rence, to anxiety. He may have hysteria and epilepsy, or hysteria and some organic brain disease. On the other hand, the substantival idea of hysteria as a disorder leads to the enquiry as to what abnormality hysterics have in common which leads them to react characteristically. This can be expressed in psychological terms, or, as Willis attempts to explain it, in terms of disordered neurophysiology. These two modes of explanation, of course, are complementary and not mutually exclusive. And if there is a neurophysiological basis for hysteria it leads us on to the further question, whether a patient in whom organic disease of the brain is associated with hysteria happens to be a hysteric in whom hysterical symptoms are precipitated by organic disease, or whether, in some cases at least, organic lesions of the brain, particularly perhaps of the temporal lobe, may themselves cause a disorder of neurophysiological function which manifests itself as hysteria.
So looking back at the conflicting concepts of hysteria in the seventeenth century in the light of to-day we may perhaps not inappropriately regard them in Hegelian terms as thesis and antithesis now merging in synthesis.
I am grateful to Mr L M Payne of the Royal College of Physicians for his help.
Meeting November 21 1962
A special meeting was held to celebrate the Golden Jubilee of the Section, which was founded in 1912. After an introduction by the President, Dr The meeting will be reported in a Supplement to the Proceedings, which will also contain an index to all papers presented to the Section during the years 1912-1962, with a reference to their publication.
Copies of the Supplement will shortly be available from the Editorial Office of the Society, or through the usual agents. Price 21s Od ($3.00).
Meeting December 5 1962
The following paper was read:
The History of the Hypochlorites Mr John Bunyan (London)
